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As part of its crackdown on illegal emigration to the US, a Cuban court handed down stiff sentences
to three convicted immigrant smugglers. At the same time, the Cuban government banned travel to
Cuba by anyone who left the country illegally. Supplies of oil in Cuba are improving with increased
production of crude and a deal to buy Venezuelan oil at preferential prices.

Cuba sentences three in immigrant-smuggling case
On Sept. 17, the Provincial Court of Havana handed down lengthy prison terms to three men
convicted in a failed smuggling operation in July. Joel Dorta Garcia of Key West received a life
sentence, the first handed down in Cuba for immigrant smuggling. David Garcia Capote, an illegal
Cuban immigrant living in Miami, received a 30-year sentence. Their accomplice in Cuba, Pedro
Cordova of Mariel, received 15 years. The maximum sentence for the same crime in the US is only 10
years. In addition, Dorta and Garcia were ordered to pay a food supplement to the children of Sergio
Maurillo Martinez, who died in the incident.
The court named a fourth man, Juan Manuel Rodriguez Chavez, also a resident of Florida, but not in
custody, as the leader of the smuggling operation. The tough sentences were provided for in recent
legislation intended to crack down on smuggling Cubans to Florida in high-powered boats, which
has undermined the 1994 and 1995 immigration agreements with the US (see NotiCen, 1999-07-22).
Under a law passed in February, life sentences may be applied when the smuggling operation
endangers lives, especially those of children, or when the accused are repeat offenders. Twentysix Cuban residents of the US are serving lesser sentences in Cuban prisons for the same charges
but were arrested before the new harsher penalties went into effect. Seven others are awaiting trial
under the current law.
The latest convictions stemmed from the attempt by Dorta and Garcia to take illegal immigrants in a
speedboat from Mariel to Florida. The overloaded boat capsized in heavy seas killing Martinez. The
boat piloted by Dorta had a maximum capacity of eight passengers but was carrying 14 including
five small children, and Dorta was charged with entering Cuba several times to smuggle immigrants
to Florida. Prosecutors said he collected US$8,000 per head, and his motive was to buy a truck with
the money. In announcing the sentences, the court condemned the US for an immigration policy
that allows illegal immigrants who reach dry land to remain in the US.
The court statement called the policy an "arbitrary" decision violating the immigration agreement
and said the policy had "the deliberate and conscious aim of stimulating illegal departures."
Following the sentencing, a government statement said the smuggling "serves the interests of the
anti-Cuban mafia overseas that encourages illegal emigration and disorder."
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Limits placed on return to Cuba by illegal immigrants
In late August, the Cuban government banned travel to Cuba by immigrants who illegally entered
the US after Sept. 9, 1994. President Fidel Castro suggested Aug. 3 that such a ban was under
consideration, but no formal announcement was made until Aug. 26, when the US Interests Section
in Havana notified travel agencies of the change. Under the previous rule, illegal immigrants to the
US had to wait five years before they could return to Cuba.
The Cuban government has also announced new laws governing the use of seagoing boats. They
include mandatory boat registration, official approval to build or repair seagoing craft or to transport
such craft over land. The law allows the government to confiscate the vehicles and houses of
violators. Luis Fernandez of the Cuban Interests Section in Washington said his government had no
problem with those who leave Cuba legally. "But for those who have violated the law, we lay down
this sanction," he said.
It is not clear whether the law applies only to those who leave Cuba illegally or those who left legally
but did not return, such as defectors. Nor is it clear whether the ban is permanent. Some observers
have suggested that because the ban could reduce the amount of dollars brought into Cuba by
travelers visiting their relatives, it might be lifted after a time.
Some Cuba watchers dismissed the travel ban as a stunt by Castro to ease US fears that he might
unleash a new mass exodus. Official US reaction to the ban was ambiguous. One State Department
official praised the move, saying it showed Cuba was trying hard to meet its obligations under the
immigration agreements. However, "to indefinitely prohibit citizens from returning to their country
would also be a violation of human rights," said the official. State Department spokesman Philip
Reeker said the new rule was "extreme" and interfered with the international right to travel and to
return to one's home country.

Venezuela offers oil deal
Cuba asked Venezuela to help make up its oil deficit with an arrangement whereby Cuba would
permit Venezuela's state oil company Petroleos de Venezuela (PDVSA) to engage in exploration in
Cuba and to invest in refining and other activities in the Cuban oil industry. Under the proposed
agreement, joint ventures might be undertaken in both countries. Venezuelan President Hugo
Chavez suggested in July that he was willing to make subsidized oil sales to Cuba and other
Caribbean nations that are not included in the San Jose Pact.
Under the pact, signed in 1980, Mexico and Venezuela sell oil at preferential prices to 11 Central
American and Caribbean countries and offer them soft loans to cover the sales. Before the two
nations renewed the pact Aug.4, Venezuela asked that Cuba be included, but Venezuelan sources
said that "Mexico didn't want to." Mexican officials said it declined to include Cuba for "financial
reasons," which was taken to mean a lack of faith in Cuba's ability to pay. The issue caused a
momentary strain in Mexican-Venezuelan relations when Lourdes Melgar, director of international
affairs for Mexico's Energy Secretariat, warned Venezuela that it should not make "parallel
agreements" with Cuba outside the pact or make "unilateral decisions," because that could "kill"
the San Jose Pact.
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In a note to Venezuelan Minister of Energy and Mines Ali Rodriguez, Mexican Energy Secretary
Luis Tellez said that Melgar's statement did not reflect the views of the Mexican government and
that Venezuela was free to sell oil under whatever conditions it wants to any country. In an interview
with the Mexican weekly magazine Proceso, Melgar said Mexico's opposition to extending San Jose
Pact preferences to Cuba was not only based on credit problems but on procedural and political
ones. In accordance with an understanding with Mexico, Cuba had not asked to enter the pact.
"Politically, it would have been badly received in the US, more so now because it's election time
there," said Melgar.
Meanwhile, oil production in Cuba is rising. Production in 1998 was a record 10.5 million barrels, up
16% over 1997. The increase was attributed largely to new production from wells drilled in 1997 and
1998 under joint-venture agreements with foreign companies, according to the state oil company
Cubapetroleo (CUPET). Foreign companies accounted for 30% of 1998 production. In August, the
Ministry of Basic Industry (MINBAS) announced that it would open a 112,000 sq km block for
offshore drilling in the Gulf of Mexico to foreign companies.
While the area is thought to have rich deposits of oil, commercially profitable production from the
Gulf would not come on the market for seven or eight years. In 1990, production was only 4.2 million
barrels but is expected to reach 13 million barrels in 1999, which would cover 28% of domestic needs.
First-quarter production this year was 23% higher than in the same period in 1998, indicating the
goal would be reached. Cuban authorities expect production to cover 50% of demand within five
years. [Sources: Granma (Cuba), 02/23/99; El Nuevo Herald (Miami), 05/18/99; Spanish News Service
EFE, 07/07/99; Xinhua, 07/13/99; BBC, 08/27/99; The Miami Herald, 09/01/99; Proceso (Mexico),
09/05/99; Agence France-Presse, 05/15/9, 09/07/99; El Nacional (Venezuela), 06/03/99, 09/09/99,
09/11/99; Associated Press, 09/02/99, 09/20/99; Notimex, 05/05/99, 05/21/99, 08/07/99, 08/09/99,
09/20/99; Reuters, 07/20/99, 08/13/99, 09/01/99, 09/20/99; Inter Press Service, 09/10, 09/21]
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